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Illustrating the Parable of
Our Lord Jesus Christ

La Salle University Art Museum
Spring, 1985

HE SAID,

CERTAIN MAN
HAD
TWO
SONS:
>AND THE YOUNGER OF
yA

them said to his father. Father,
give me the portion of goods
that falleth to me. And he
divided unto them his living. And not many days after the
younger son gathered all together, and took his journey into
a far country, and there wasted his substance with riotous
living. And when he had spent all, there arose a mighty
famine in that land; and he began to be in want. And he
went and joined himself to a citizen of that country; and he
sent him into his fields to feed swine. And he would fain
have filled his belly with the husks that the swine did eat:

and no man gave unto him. And when he came to himself,
he said, How many hired servants of my father’s have bread
enough and to spare, and I perish with hunger! I will arise
and go to my father, and will say unto him. Father, I have
sinned against heaven, and before thee. And am no more
worthy to be called thy son: make me as one of thy hired
servants. And he arose, and came to his father. But when
he was yet a great way off, his father saw him, and had com
passion, and ran, and fell on his neck, and kissed him. And
the son said unto him. Father, I have sinned against heaven,
and in thy sight, and am no more worthy to be called thy
son. But the father said to his servants. Bring forth the best
robe, and put it on him; and put a ring on his hand, and
shoes on his feet: And bring hither the fatted calf, and kill
it; and let us eat, and be merry: For this my son was dead,
and is alive again; he was lost, and is found. And they began
to be merry. Now his elder son was in the field: and as he
came and drew nigh to the house, he heard musick and
dancing. And he called one of the servants, and asked what
these things meant. And he said unto him, Thy brother
is come; and thy father hath killed the fatted calf, because
he hath received him safe and sound. And he was angry,
and would not go in: therefore came his father out, and intreated him. And he answering said to his father, Lo, these
many years do I serve thee, neither transgressed I at any time
thy commandment: and yet thou never gavest me a kid, that
I might make merry with my friends: But as soon as this thy
son was come, which hath devoured thy living with harlots,
thou hast killed for him the fatted calf. And he said unto
him, Son, thou art ever with me, and all that I have is thine.
It was meet that we should make merry, and be glad: for
this thy brother was dead, and is alive again; and was lost,
and is found.

THE PRODIGAL
The parables of Jesus were among the most effective
means used to teach about God and his Kingdom.

And none

of these "stories with a point" was more beautiful than
that of the prodigal son, his upright but self-righteous
brother, and the loving father who forgives them both.

It

is, indeed, a "gospel within the Gospel."
Like most of the parables, the account of this compas
sionate father (Luke 15:11-32) has a powerful economy and
brevity; a sharp delineation of the central characters and
avoidance of details (like the son's motives in demanding
his patrimony); a swift movement through narrated opening
scenes to the realistic dialogue of the climax.

But in

addition, the parable has interesting repetitions, beginning
with the parts devoted to each son,

There are suggestive

contrasts and balances, that is, in the prodigal's wilful
squandering and his father's joyful extravagance at his re
turn; the father's humble "going out" to each of his sons;
his heart-felt and repeated "for this ny son was dead and is
alive...."

There are also subtle echoes of the history of

another lost son returned to his father, though this time
in honor rather than disgrace— the story of Joseph and his
father Jacob, with its motifs of special clothing, a ring,
a banquet.
While Jesus may have used the parable to defend his
own dealings with sinners (the fathomless pity that, in the
universal drama of redemption, led to his words of forgive
ness to the thief and for those who had crucified him), his
major interest is to portray the Father's compassion for
his creatures.

Thus, the earthly father is really the

central figure in the story— doing the unexpected thing at
every turn, ignoring the implied insult of his son's re
quest for patrimony while his father still lived, putting
aside his dignity to run to his returning son, cutting
short the plea for forgiveness the son had rehearsed so
carefully, forgetting his dignity again to go out publicly
to his other son, and ignoring this son's recriminations
to coax him out of his anger into the joy of reconciliation.
Such passionate social drama in family relationships
had a natural appeal to later biblical illustrators, though
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relatively few attempted the whole sequence of scenes in
the narrative.

Among those who did, several are repre

sented in the present exhibition.

In particular, there

are the seventeenth century Italian, Pietro Testa; his
French contemporary, Jacques Callot (whose exquisitely
detailed miniatures influenced Murillo's series of paint
ings on the subject); and the late nineteenth century
Frenchman, Jacques Tissot.

The last, in a series of large

etchings, departs from the visual Middle-Eastern realism of
his biblical illustration to present the prodigal in a con
temporary, bourgeois setting, which was actually his other
favorite subject.
But most of the artists in the last five centuries
have attempted only one or other of the story's high pointsthe prodigal's moment of repentance (as in Purer's precise
rendering of the lonely scene) or of his compassionate re
ception (as in the moving portrayal of Rentorandt).

The

scenes which are less important or are only alluded to—
the "loose living" of the prodigal, the feasting at his
return, or the dialogue of father and older son— also get

sane attention on occasion.

But it is not too much to

say that no artist has been able to capture fully the
complexity and depth of meaning in the simple story
itself— or indeed in any of its episodes.

Daniel Burke, F.S.C.
Director
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PRINT STUDY ROOM
1.

Albrecht Durer (1471-1528), German
The Prodigal Son Amid the Swine

c . 1496

Engraving
Lent by The Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts,
John S. Phillips Collection

2.

Published by Jeronimus Oock (c. 1510-1570), Flemish
The Prodigal Son Wasting his Substance
in Riotous Living
Engraving

3.

81-G-*1131

Martin de Vos (1532-1603), Flemish
The Return of the Prodigal Son
Engraving

4.

76-B-l (f) 10

Engraved by (Sculp.) by Crispin de Passe
(1564-1637), Dutch
After Martin de Vos (1532-1603), Flemish
Prodigal Son Feeds the Swine
Engraving

76-B-l (f) 13

5.

Lucas van Leyden (1489/9^-1533), Dutch

I

The Return of the Prodigal Son

i

Engraving

6.

i/iii

c . 1510
84-G-1267

Pietro Testa (1607/11-1650), Italian
The Story of the Prodigal Son
4 Etchings

7.

i/ii

81-G-1172 (1-4)

Jacques Callot (1592-1635), French
The Prodigal Son Series c . 1634
Published posthumously by Isreal Eenriet, 1635
11 Etchings

ii/iii

85-G-1307 (a-k)

Purchased with funds donated by Alfred J. Crawford, Esq.

8.

Rerrbrandt Harmensz van Rijn (1606-1669), Dutch
The Return of the Prodigal Son

1636

Etching
83-G-1232
(A late, thus light and worn impression)

J

Given by the Art Angels (the Friends of the
La Salle Art Museum)

9.

William Strang (1859-1921), English
The Prodigal Son Repents
Etching

10.

82-G-1209

James Jacques Tissot (1836-1902), French
L'Enfant Prodigue Series
4 Etchings with drypoint.

11.

1882

1881
ii/ii

81-G-1138 (1-4)

Robert F. McGovern (Oontenporary), American
The Prodigal Son Comes Back to Life
Woodcut

12.

85-01321

Adnotationes et Meditationes in Evangelia Quae in
Sacrosanto Missae Sacrificio Toto Anno Leguntur...
By Hieronyno Natali
Published and printed in the office of Christopher
Plantin, Antwerp, 1607
77-B-48
Illustrated with engravings primarily by the Wierix
brothers: Hieronymus (c. 1553-1619), Anthonie (c. 15521624), and Johan (1549- ?), Flemish, Christopher
Plantin, was perhaps more widely regarded than any
other early publisher-printer with the exception of
Gutenberg.

HALL
CASE I
13. Biblia Pauperum

[opera nova contempletiva ]

Vinegia [Venice]: Giovanni Andrea Vavassore,
c. 1510 or 1525
Anonymous woodcut illustrations

85-B-619

Supposedly the only block book (text and illus
tration cut on a single wood block) printed in
Italy.

14. The History of the Old and New Testament
London, 1691
Translated from the works of the learned Le Sieur
De Royaumont by Mr. John Coughen, and Mr. Joseph
Reynor.
Engraving and etching by Jan Kip (c. 1653-1722),
Dutch, after design by G . Freeman (17cy.,
English).
77-B-46

15. Biblia Sacra
Lugduni, Gulielnus Roullius, 1583
Hie Louvain edition of The Vulgate, edited by
Johannus Hentenius, Lovanij, 1547.
79-B-240

CASE II
16. A Campleat History of The Holy Bible
In 3 volumes
By Laurence Howel.

London, 1718

Engravings by J. Sturt (1658-1730), English
77-B-88 (3)

17. English School, late 18th - early 19th century
The Prodigal Son Penitent
Pen and ink and grey, brown and blue washes
over pencil.
Oval 11 x 8J cm.

84-D-307

18. Parables of The Lord
London: Longman & Go. 1847
Illustrated with chromo-lithographs
81-B-355

19.

The Holy Gospel According to Matthew, Mark,
Luke and John
Editiones Officinae Bodini, Verona, July 1962
"The Killing of the Fatted Calf"
80-B-302
The woodcuts were recut by Bruno Bramanti after
the original illustrations by Bartolomeo di
Giovanni for "Epistotle et Evangelii et Lectioni
Vulgari in lingua Toschana," 1495

CASE III
20.

The Four Gospels of the Lord Jesus Christ...
With illustrations by Eric Gill (1882-1940),
English
Printed and published at the Golden Cockerel
Press, England, 1931
80-B-243

21.

Figures De La Bible
Amsterdam: Nicolaus Visscher (n.d.)
First edition. Tri-lingual text (Latin, German,
Dutch), with additional captions in English
Illustrated with engravings by Matthaus Merian
(1621-1687) Swiss
83-B-529

22. La Sainte Bible
Contenant Le Vieil et Le Nouveau Testament...
Paris, 1703

78-B-95

Illustrated with engravings and etchings by
Gerard Jollain ( ? - d/1683), French

CASE IV
23. God’s Images
The Bible: A New Vision
James Dickey, illustrated with reproductions of
etchings by Marvin Hayes (American, Contemporary)
Oxmoor House, Inc., Birmingham, 1977

24. The Life of Christ...
Illustrated with wood engravings by Bruno Bramanti
(Italian, Contemporary)
Pellegrini and Cudahy, New York, 1951
81-B-388

25. The Life of Our Savior Jesus Christ
Illustrated with reproductions of the works of
J. James Tissot.
(New York: The McClure-Tissot Company, 1899)
78-B-90 (2)

